Flannery O'Connor's short fiction is overrun with female characters that embody the lost and corrupted ideal of the Southern Belle. O'Connor's method of shocking her characters into belief seems to take a harsher and uglier turn when it comes to women and this is particularly relevant to characters that not only renounce their femininity but also lack true spirituality. In this essay I examine three of O'Connor's female protagonists and it is my contention that these three women are emblematic of the decaying myth of the Southern Belle and of its treacherous nature. All three abandon -to some extent -the foundations on which this feminine ideal is based and by doing so essentially reject patriarchal authority. It is important to take into account the fact that their overstated assertiveness is often a result of an inescapable and harsh reality. However, I argue that O'Connor denies these women even a shred of sympathy because for her, rejecting the patriarchal scheme of life is, to a very large extent, a way of rejecting God's authority. While O'Connor criticizes the feminine Southern ideal by showing how oppressive it is towards women and thereby exposes the hypocrisy of the myth, she also uses its duality to validate her wrath towards these women who abandon the feminine ideal -and thus God -only to retrieve and exploit it when it suits them. All three characters project an unreliable, traitorous sense of womanhood and believe they can outsmart God. O'Connor -their creator and punisher -thought otherwise.
Introduction
the Southern Belle's legend -for all its contradictory demands -is evident in these characters' behavior.
When a socially constructed ideal transforms itself into an essential, undisputable fact of life, anyone who dares to deflect is received with great suspicion, criticism and prejudice. This can also be asserted with regard to religious belief and compliance with God's authority, since his presence and significance in one's life is measured in one's will to be dependent, submissive, and in need of protection -in this case, of a spiritual kind.
The digression from the Southern feminine ideal in O'Connor's stories, most obviously, works on the gender-oriented level but not exclusively so. Sarah Gleeson-White notes that O'Connor's fiction was haunted by "the burden of a simultaneously idealized and detested womanhood" (49) upon which the myth of the Southern Belle was founded. The dichotomy of that ideal proposes a challenge, and while reading O'Connor's works one cannot help but assume that she was aware of the marginalization women endured while having to uphold the ideal of the Southern lady.
However, as I have mentioned, those who chose to reject the myth, were not celebrated as liberated women who dismantled an archaic system of gender constructs; in fact, they were punished for not knowing their place in the world, for not knowing their place within their relationship with God, and for parting with their feminine, fragile selves, only to reunite with the image of the helpless victim when they either had something to gain or were at the mercy of others. It seems, then, that O'Connor's protagonists represent the epitome of hypocrisy, and for that they pay a hefty price. These characters are not only depicted grotesquely and sometimes ridiculously, but their pretension eventually leads to a tragic conclusion.
O'Connor, Christianity, and the Female Grotesque
There is no denying that questions of religion, faith, and belief were very much on O'Connor's literary mind, and as Thelma J. Shin puts it, O'Connor had a mission and "she set out to wake the sleeping children of God" (58). She saw the need for man to literally be struck by mercy since "God must overpower him" (Shinn 58). In 1957, O'Connor herself asserted that "the novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life distortions which are repugnant to him; and his problem [sic] God: "They are so completely a part of the physical world that they simply cannot comprehend the spiritual world -they either ignore its existence or misinterpret its meaning" (62). This description of spiritual rebellion and blindness seems to perfectly reflect all three women in the stories I discuss, and it also alludes, yet again, to the broken-down image of the Southern Belle, whose "fragility guaranteed her distance from earthly interests" (Goodwyn Jones 50). These women do not know their place; not in a physical sense nor in a spiritual one. Their on-again, off-again love affair with their own femininity reveals irreverence and phoniness that for O'Connor, transcend social and gender constructs and relate directly to God.
Claire Kahane notes that "what clearly ties O'Connor's fiction to the modern Female Gothic is the pervasive issue of discovering a truth in 'a dark secret center' and giving it grotesque form" (245).
Indeed, it seems that O'Connor, who indeed had "Christian concerns," could only uncover the truth and tear the masks off her female characters' faces by enhancing their oddities and absurdity while highlighting their freakishly ridiculous ways of thinking and behaving. However, it is not only their grotesque portrayal that gives away O'Connor's dissatisfaction with the women in these stories; it is, as mentioned, a means to convey a larger, more pressing problem -the spiritual one. As Richard Kane puts it, O'Connor's stories "often seem poised between two worlds: one filled with various rational answers to the problems of man's existence, the other composed of mystery and the irrational" (45). As the stories unfold we witness the downfall of the rational. Hulga's PhD and scientific outlook on life fail to come to her rescue. Similarly, Mrs. Turpin's neatly organized class system collapses, and Mrs. May's iron hand is not hard enough to stop the bull goring. O'Connor, says Kane, felt that "the person who at least glimpses into this second world -ominous though it may be -is spiritually richer that the one who never does" (46). Still, a lesson with Flannery O'Connor is never taught without affliction, and a glance to the other side always comes at a price.
While some may find it surprising that O'Connor showed no compassion towards her female creations, in all fairness, O'Connor was less preoccupied with whether or not her characters required her sympathy since what they actually needed was the grace of God. Peter A. Smith argues that although these women are unlikable "all deserve credit for employing a clever strategy in attempting to survive in a man's world, while essentially manless" (35). This strategy, as I see it, is the exploitation of the myth: These women want to enjoy the power only men can attain in a patriarchal world, but they reduce themselves to submissive "lady-like mode" when things fail to go their way. It seems that O'Connor lacked feminist sensitivity since she harshly judged these women for their manipulative ways of conducting themselves in a tough world run by men. Her treatment of these women reinforced her belief in the ultimate patriarch who demands complete faith and reliance -two things that neither Hulga, Mrs. May or Mrs. Turpin could ever deliver. I tend to disagree with Louise Westling who suggests that by reading predominantly male authors, O'Connor "formed her imagination through male conventions of misogyny, so that when she returned to herself, she was more deeply imprisoned than ever" (57). I argue that O'Connor detested pretension, and thus characters that thought they knew everything there was to know about God had to learn the hard way that they were miserably wrong. This takes me back to O'Connor's declaration that a writer needs to show why these deviations are indeed vile human acts and not the norm. On that occasion she also added that the writer will have to take violent means since his vision is presented to a "hostile audience" (Baumbach 345). This, I argue, was not paranoia but a realization that in an ever-changing world, especially with gender roles rapidly altering, faith is not easy to assert or maintain. Shock and destruction were O'Connor's treasured running-mates in a long life "campaign" to make faith pure again, and rid the world of pretentiousness that attempted to rival divinity. Indeed, O'Connor often stated that she needed to paint ever more startling and grotesque images in order to get her point across.
O'Connor's Female Characters: The Fallen Myth In " Good Country People," readers encounter Hulga, formerly known as Joy, who at 32 holds a PhD in philosophy but still lives at home with her mother, with whom she constantly clashes. As
David Havird puts it, Hulga has "intellectually -at least -transformed herself into a man, a god" (23). Indeed, Hulga, with her wooden leg, ugly clothes, and scornful demeanor, not only forsakes every feminine aspect in her being, she truly believes that she outsmarts everyone around her. She has, as O'Connor puts it, "achieved blindness by an act of will and means to keep it" ( C omplete S tories 273). In the Southern tradition, "movement away from the feminine ideal transforms a female body into an androgynous, sterile one," (Gleeson-White 47) but O'Connor takes it a few steps further in her descriptions of Hulga as the latter stumps around the house or stands "square and rigid-shouldered" ( Complete Stories 274) with an icy look in her eyes. One can easily sympathize with Hulga, who, according to Lisa S. Babinec "withdraws and verbalizes anger and contempt in an effort to protect herself and to survive in her confusing, unsatisfying world" (14). O'Connor, however, sees right through Hulga's misplaced arrogance and arranges an encounter that will eventually force Hulga to face the nothingness she thought she believed in. Though she is surrounded by shallow, idiotic women, Hulga is the only one who gets struck by O'Connor's moment of destructive grace since she not only misunderstands her place in the world, she forms a system of belief -or disbelief to be exact -that O'Connor ridicules and aims to destroy. Hulga's individuality can be viewed, by feminist writers and critics, as refreshing and courageous, but for O'Connor, every move Hulga makes towards the realm of an imagined "higher knowledge" or "true enlightenment" pushes her one step further in the direction of humiliation and ruin. If it is pretense that evokes O'Connor's wrath, Hulga is guilty of it on both a physical and a spiritual level. She is not a believer in God and she sees herself as better than people who are believers. She also thinks that accumulating scientific knowledge gives her insight that others do not have; of course, she is bitterly mistaken. On a more earthly level, she is anything but a Southern Belle and is incapable of interacting with men on an emotional level. Her attraction to Manly Pointer, a bible salesman no less, seems odd at first but after we learn her plans of seduction are based on pretense and vanity, it becomes clear that whether it is God himself or his devilish messenger on earth, Hulga believes she outsmarts them both. away from the dramatic scene she says, "Jesus would be ashamed of you. He would tell you to get up from there this instant and go wash your children's clothes!" ( Complete Stories 317). Mrs. May's words expose both her hypocrisy towards belief and her complete inability to comprehend the meaning of true faith or realize that it has nothing to do with clean clothes or with appearance in general. She criticizes Mrs. Greenleaf on two levels: as a believer and as a mother. These criteria for judgment are, of course, beyond absurd given the fact that she herself is a complete failure as both. Mrs. Greenleaf's submissive stance is very much in tune with the myth of the Southern Belle who is at her man's mercy. The totality of her belief acts to enlarge and emphasize Mrs. May's pretense and her inadequacy as a woman, a mother, and a Christian. It seems that "in contrast to
Mrs. May, Mrs. Greenleaf has known her place all along -not only as regards her Lord, but also as regards her man" (Havird 20). When Mrs. Greenleaf asks Jesus to stab her in the heart there is something profoundly sensual and invasive in that image, and while Mrs. May recognizes this aspect, she scorns it. Ironically, that scene proves to be prophetic since Mrs. May, whose moment of grace is cruel and brief, receives the same treatment as she is gored by the "wild tormented lover" that pierces her heart, holds her in an "unbreakable grip," and is the final and only witness to "some last discovery" ( Complete Stories 333-334) she whispers into his ear. Indeed, Mrs. May gets a "peek" into the other side but it is a brief one. Most of O'Connor's characters are worthy of an epiphany but not all of them are worthy of a second chance. Mrs. May has failed on too many levels and has manipulatively abused her situation too many times to deserve anything more than a fleeting glimpse into a world where Jesus is truly and most literally "in her heart."
Conclusion
In this essay I have attempted to demonstrate the parallels between the collapse of the Southern
Belle myth and the abandonment of traditional feminine roles in Flannery O'Connor's stories. I have further argued that the female protagonists in her fiction are struck by a violent "moment of grace" not simply because they defy patriarchal authority in their unladylike behavior, but also because they manipulate their femininity, lack true conviction in their motives and actions, and fail to understand their proper place in the world. O'Connor satirizes the complete failure of these women in their efforts to have their cake and eat it too. They are defeated due to their inability to realize that "any attempt to mix masculine and feminine roles is destined to fail" (Smith 47). Their authority is never truly accepted by the men surrounding them, but at the same time, the position they have taken upon themselves distances them from the image of the charming and delightful Southern
Belle. As Peter A. Smith remarks that "these characters wind up being successful neither as 'ladies' nor as bosses" (47). Their blindness is not limited to earthly and social interactions or to their dysfunction within the patriarchal scheme; it is also, and perhaps more so, a spiritual blindness.
Whether they reject God, are oblivious to him, or imagine a personal friendship with the almighty, all three women discussed in this essay think they know better. Hulga with her intellectual stance and both Mrs. May and Mrs. Turpin with their managerial attitudes, assume a masculine, god-like position not only in their defective relationships with men but with God himself. They all encounter a person whose complete conviction and totality expose their empty pretensions. They are ultimately stripped of their hypocritical facade when in a moment of uncertainty they are reduced to the helplessness, submissiveness, and powerlessness that they have so desperately attempted to escape. The refuge they find in that submissive stance is simultaneously related to their place in patriarchal society and to their attitudes towards God. Their "moment of grace" is a violent one, and it is often ironic. They are struck with their own deformed ideals that prove to be traitorous when it comes to dealing with the ultimate patriarch.
Undoubtedly a writer with "Christian concerns," and more importantly, Catholic ones, Flannery O'Connor saved a special form of treatment for her female characters, especially those that assumed masculine ways of thinking and behaving and needed a decent dose of God's saving grace. O'Connor combined "her Southern perspective with her Catholic beliefs and the resultant metaphysical confrontation -namely that between the traditional view of man's relationship with God and the modernized scientific view purged of God -is so powerful that the presence of the grotesque is unavoidable" (Marion 101). I do not believe O'Connor wrote from a misogynistic stance and that she, in any way, thought that the destructive Southern Belle image was anything to aspire to. However, O'Connor had very little patience for characters, particularly women, that were not only oblivious as to where they really stood in the world but were also painfully blind with regard to where they stood in relation to God. O'Connor set out to open people's eyes and to shock them into recognition just as she did with her characters. I argue that the breakdown of 
